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5   Between textbooks, tuition, ramen and the 
electric bill, college students don’t have a 
whole lot of spare change lying around. Let’s 
face it: we’re broke. Whether you’re digging 
between your car’s seat cushions to come 
up with this month’s rent or checking your 
banking app obsessively, money is probably 
on your mind.
 
! ough the word “cheap” is generally 
associated with poorly made products and 
people who reuse Ziploc bags, when done 
right, cheap habits can save you time and 
leave you with some extra pocket cash.
Budget, budget, budget
Before you buy anything, refer to your 
budget. Don’t have one? No problem, 
making one isn’t hard. Iowa State Financial 
Counselor and Lecturer Kelly Carnine 
explains that making a budget begins with 
tracking your spending over a period of time. 
Use the trends to map out how much money 
you’ll need for living, travel, tuition, etc. 
regularly. Apps like Mint.com and Billguard 
are helpful, but if apps aren’t your thing, try 
something else. “If you don’t enjoy Excel, for 
example, don’t use it. It is important to use 
the tools you " nd user-friendly, rather than 
something that will make you shy away from 
working on your budget,” Carnine says.
Do your homework
Keep in mind where you are getting the 
money from for these purchases. Are there 
scholarships you might be eligible for? Did 
you remember to " ll out the FAFSA? Carnine 
reminds students that loans should only be 
used for things like tuition, and only what is 
absolutely needed should be borrowed each 
semester. “It’s important to keep in mind 
that you will be repaying these loans back 
over a period of 10 to 20 years—or longer, 
in some cases—with interest,” Carnine says. 
“Do you really want to spend 10-plus years 
paying o#  a TV? Or video games?”
 
Get technical
Certain aspects of living cheaply took       
time and diligence—until now. ! ough     
you can’t go wrong scouring the Sunday 
paper for detergent and razor coupons, 
automated sites like Groupon and Coupons.
com can make life a lot easier. Many have 
the option to narrow down what you 
need a coupon for and others let you save 
your preferences, notifying you whenever 
products you buy have an available coupon. 
! e app RedLaser o# ers easy comparison 
shopping and the Google Chrome extension 
Honey " nds and applies coupon codes to 
items purchased online. ! at being said, be 
wary of buying something simply because 
you have a coupon.
 
Try your hand at secondhand
Perhaps the most obvious way to live cheaply 
is to frequent secondhand and consignment 
stores. Ames boasts a wide variety, including 
Goodwill, Random Goods, ! e Loft and 
Great Stu#  Ltd. Whether you’re a veteran 
thrifter or brand new to buying used, with 
the right approach, you can leave with a 
unique jacket or stack of old movies.
 Generally speaking, the best way to 
approach thrift shops and consignment 
stores is to look for items you need before 
getting sucked into the excitement of a 
50-cent shirt. If you don’t need the item, 
it should be either extremely cheap or of 
impeccable quality—preferably both—in 
order to justify the purchase. Keep an eye out 
for sales as well as events where you can " ll a 
bag for a $ at rate.
 
Don’t be afraid to ask for help
If after this you’re still $ oundering for 
" nancial help, don’t worry. Carnine notes 
that free professional " nancial counseling 
services are available to students through the 
Financial Counseling Clinic, a service that 
o# ers one-on-one appointments and group 
workshops.
 
Cheap living doesn’t have to mean ramen 
and annoyed friends. It’s about a change 
of mindset. When you’re in the market for 
something, let people know. Make future 
plans for your money so you know how to 
spend it today. As Carnine puts it, “live like 
a student now so you don’t have to live like 
one after graduation.” ! ough planning 
ahead might take a bit more time, it may 
mean being able to a# ord your favorite 
co# ee drink or a bonus night out.
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